Interacting with seniors at the hostel kept me informed about the various benefits and opportunities that the Constitution offered those belonging to Scheduled Castes/Tribes. I also learnt that if we didn't keep the Andolan (movement) alive, these benefits could be snatched away from us at any moment. To get me acquainted with the nature of the Andolan, they took me to attend different meetings and introduced me to several great, influential individuals. Their erudite speeches brought to my knowledge the condition of the outcast and exploited section of the society. I also realised that the only way of our survival and progress was embracing the philosophy and determination of Dr Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar, the architect of the Constitution of India. They inspired me to pick up his first Bengali biography Yugasrasta Ambedkar, penned by Dr Gunadhar Barman. I focused my entire attention into reading the book. The more I read, the more I was enlightened regarding the condition of marginalised communities residing not only in Bengal but all over India. It dawned upon me that I too had a considerable amount of responsibility towards the society, duties that I could no longer ignore.
In 1969, I finished my studies in Kolkata and returned to my village. I took up a low-paid teaching job at the very school that I had attended and took an oath to be of service to the society. I tried to spread the knowledge and awareness I had acquired in Kolkata among the villagers. An analysis of the population revealed a number of social classes that were not included in the Constitution's list of Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes. Their socioeconomic state could not be ignored either.
I live and work in Machhlandpur, under Habra Police Station of North 24 Paraganas. In 1972, I gathered the local students, youth and intellectuals and together we founded 'Anunnato Samaj Sanstha', an apolitical social service organisation aimed at uplifting the backward classes of the society. Back then, we hadn't quite grasped what we today refer to as the Dalit consciousness. In the same year, we read articles in the newspaper regarding Maharashtra's Dalit Panther Movement, which widened our perspective. The fire of Dalit consciousness was kindled in my heart. I announced at the top of my voice that all the backward classes of the society, scheduled or not, were suffering just like the Dalits were. The only way to overthrow the exploitative Brahmanical social structure was to unite and fight tyranny together.
JS: Your first piece of writing?
NM: If you ask an artist when they put a stroke on a canvas for the first time, it would be really difficult for them to answer it. It is equally difficult for a writer to pinpoint the moment when they decided to pick up the pen. There is always the stage of preparation of the wick before the evening lamp is actually lit and for me, becoming a writer was quite beyond my imagination. Right after my birth, my grandmother had predicted that I would etch the earth with a hoe and a sickle. The idea of etching on a paper had no place in that stream of thought. While studying in Kolkata, I was a witness to the Leftist movement. I had the opportunity of reading their booklets and magazines. They created a stream of independent literature that raised their progressive ideology and demands. While trying to understand it, I came across the works of Maxim Gorky, Tolstoy, Manik Bandopadhyay and Mahasweta Devi. Their writing taught me that simply writing about rural life was not enough. The story must scream of protest and rebellion; it must disclose an urge to change the society.
Sometime after that, I was introduced to the ideology of Babasaheb Ambedkar. I read the biography of Mahatma Jyotirao Phule. It exposed me to an entirely different world altogether. I learnt that the Marxist ideology was aimed at a classless society whereas Babasaheb's ideology was aimed at a casteless society. Dr Ambedkar had said: 'Abolition of economic equality does not guarantee abolition of the class system. As long as we don't ward off social inequality, a classless society cannot be established. True social equality cannot be achieved that way. ' Literature would have to draw attention to this inequality and raise awareness among the masses. Privileged upper-class writers could not be expected to write for this purpose. The ostracised and marginalised people must pick up the pen themselves. They must write about the caste discrimination that plagues the whole country. They must voice their protest. They must show the path to a better society through their writing.
It is true that Mahasweta Devi had addressed caste discrimination in many of her works. She had a lot of sympathy towards marginalised communities, but not much empathy.
Poet There will be strong protest against the social extortion and deprivation, therefore it will not be an exaggeration to call it Protest literature. Writers must also engage in social structure deeply, they must be a part of protests and resistances. The extremity of caste discrimination that Maharashtra faced was never present in Bengal. We did not have to roam with bells around our necks. The kind of torture that Dalits in Maharashtra were subjected to is beyond the imagination of Bengali Dalits. In Bengal, ideas of Manu and other such Brahmanic beliefs created several restrictions in the daily life of Dalits. We had to follow several rules and regulations regarding religious rituals. We were denied entry in temples. Perhaps in some regions these practices are still alive. We were not even allowed to drink from all water bodies, but I would still say that Bengali Dalits could overcome many of these challenges eventually and they still continue to fight for their rights. The privileged classes were not really enthusiastic about our education, but at least they could not stop us from attaining it.
The discrimination in Bengal is not something you can see. It's something that must be felt. The upper classes do not speak of their disgust towards us, they carry it within. The positions of power are held mostly by these upper classes. The Constitution thinks of us, but it is not a living entity. Those in power must implement the policies. But if they have no regard for us, how will these policies be implemented? The privileged will never want us to be on the same level as them. To continue exercising their power over us, they will try to make sure we remain backward.
The government of West Bengal does not maintain clean records of how many jobs were allotted to SC/ST candidates through reservation and how many were denied of this right. The government cannot produce this data. Despite the Constitution offering numerous benefits to the lower classes, very few can actually avail them.
The Partition has placed some of the toughest obstacles in the path of progress for Dalits. Having lost all their property and valuables, they were forced to scatter all over the country. On the eve of Independence, we were promised security. But no arrangements were made for our accommodation and livelihood. The refugees were all dependent on agriculture. They could not grow crops on the dry, stony soil. They could not even arrange two square meals a day. The same refugee had to experience the struggle in multiple places, trying to adjust to the new places and facing diverse problems every time. Their children were denied the right to learn their own mother tongue. They were denied the Constitutional protection for SC/ST since the list of castes that are to be scheduled vary from state to state. They were not only denied protection, but also basic citizenship rights. For the sake of There is only one issue which has proven to be a major hurdle in the growth and development of the Bengali Dalit literary movement, and that is the lack of translation. We are unable to read the Dalit literature of writers from other states since they are written in regional languages, the same reason why they are unable to read ours. Once Dalit literature is steadily translated and circulated, the unification of Dalit movements across India could be possible.
The few texts from other parts of India that we have been able to read and research have revealed that Bengali Dalit literature is in no way lagging behind. We have some excellent poetry, short stories and essays. Theatre is not really at par yet, but I won't hesitate to conclude that the present-day Bengali Dalit literature is capable of providing strict competition globally.
In West Bengal, Dalit literature does not receive much support from the government. Biased media prefers to ignore this strand of literature and on top of that, privileged intellectuals never fail to criticise or taunt our efforts.
Yet, I strongly believe that Ambedkar's ideology will take its ground and root in Bengal, aided by the Bengali Dalit literary movement. The caste-ridden society and its stagnant political system will soon be driven by change. Babasaheb Ambedkar's ideas will finally yield their fruit. 
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